Kovacs argues that honorary authorship and regarding each co-author of multi-authored papers as if they were sole authors when the performance of researchers is being evaluated by their publications mean that we should require authors to identify what proportion of each publication should be attributed to each co-author. Even if such attributions could be made reliably, such a change should not be made. Contributions to authorship cannot be validly quantified, and the relative merits of different publications are also neither equal nor validly quantifiable. Research administrators need to recognise that whatever criteria they adopt to evaluate the performance of researchers, researchers will find a way to game the system in order to maximise their personal benefit.
Kovacs
1 highlights how the extent of a named author's contribution to a scholarly article cannot be inferred on the basis of inclusion as an author or position (ie, first, second, third, ... last) in the list of authors of a multi-authored publication. The list may include 'honorary authors' who have made no direct contribution to the work and may exclude 'ghost authors' who prepared the manuscript for publication. These inclusions and exclusions misrepresent the actual authorship of a work, and because the number of publications attributed to a person is commonly used to evaluate the person's performance as a researcher, they also inflate the performance ratings of people granted honorary authorship and deprive ghost authors of their due recognition.
The misuse of authorship counts to assess the researcher performance is an especial problem for Kovacs because some organisations do not take into account the number of authors who have made a contribution, and the extent of their contributions, to a publication. Articles that have two or three authors can receive double or triple the authorship credit of a single author paper. In this system, researchers who are not publishing as part of a large collaborative research group or as part of a publication cartel are likely to be seriously underacknowledged relative to their peers. It is in response to this issue that Kovacs proposes that authors attribute a numerical value to each co-author that defines their proportional contributions so that a more accurate authorship index can be created.
Kovacs is not the first person to suggest quantifying the extent of each author's contribution to a publication and guidelines for assigning a numerical value to each person's contribution have been proposed. 2 Unfortunately, even if defining the proportion of a publication that was contributed by each author were a sensible thing to do, it is probably not something that could be done well. People's ability to self-report even relatively straightforward information like their grade point average 3 or hours worked 4 is surprisingly poor, never mind their ability to make more emotionally charged estimates like those that husbands and wives make about the proportion of the housework that each has done. [5] [6] [7] So how shall we apportion credit for an idea, or an impetus, or an argument? How shall we decide the value of a hunch that paid off compared with the time taken to evaluate the hunch?
The critical flaw with the Kovacs proposal is not, however, that estimates of authorial contributions will prove unreliable, but that it requires a change in how authorship is presented in order to solve a problem with the misuse of authorship and other bibliometric indices to assess the performance of researchers. And this means that even though the particular misuse that Kovacs provides as an example-treating authors of a multi-author paper as if they were the sole authors of the publication-is easily mitigated by taking into account the number of authors of each publication in the way that my own institution has done, 8 such a change would also not overcome the problem. Research articles are not of equal value and scholarly publication is not necessarily the best-or even a very good-guide to a person's contribution to research. How, for example, should we judge the contributions of each of the thousands of people which made it possible, seemingly, to confirm the existence of the Higgs boson, and how can we compare each of those contributions with that made in preparing this article. Ultimately, such comparison would be a meaningless exercise, and just because research administrators are content to waste their time and ours in such an endeavour, there is no need for us to support their folly.
Even if the Kovacs proposal was not critically flawed, there would remain the problem that many researchers and institutions are as motivated to 'look good' as to 'be good' in fact. What consistently happens is that whatever criteria are used to define being good, people will find ways to apply those criteria in a way that is of most benefit to themselves. So if authorship or citations or other indices are used to assess researcher performance, researchers will find a way 'to game' the system. This was the recent experience in Australia when the government attempted to assess the relative performance in research of the universities. Thankfully, the attempt was eventually abandoned. 
